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Keen: 
 
1) Having or showing eagerness or enthusiasm 
 
2) Sharp or penetrating, in particular 
 
3) Wail in grief for a dead person 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ACT I 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dollbaby 
 
My mother sat upstairs spinning dreams  
When I was six years old.  I was an angel that year. 
Hours of work poured into one night’s dance 
Across dewy lawns, decks sticky with cotton spider webs. 
 
I was six years old.  I was an angel that year 
And a squirmy mannequin.  Dollbaby, be still! 
From dewy lawns to decks sticky with cotton spider webs, 
I know this round-the-block routine like the back of my silk-swathed hand. 
 
A squirmy mannequin, her dollbaby, still 
We keep up this ritual of safety pins and glitter. 
I know this round-the-block routine like the back of my stiff-clawed hand; 
I am twenty-one Halloweens old. 
 
We keep up this ritual of pins and needles 
As the moon shifts through its phases.  Even now that 
I am twenty-one Halloweens old, 
I let her tie ribbons in my hair. 
 
The moon shivers through its faces, and even now that 
I’ve dyed it green, sunbleached seaweed, 
I let her tie ribbons in my hair. 
The tulle gathers on the floor, nestles round her feet, 
 
Translucent green like sunbleached seaweed. 
She tacks the cloth, and the sewing pins fall and plink. 
Her tools gather on the floor, prickle round her feet. 
The hours wane late.  The cat paws the screen door. 
 
She tacks the cloth, and the sewing pins fall and plink. 
Hours of work poured into one night, so I can dance 
Until the hours wane late, then creep on cat paws through the screen door 
While my mother lies upstairs spinning dreams. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
For My Father, Who Speaks to Trees 
 
My father is not a stone; he is hard-packed earth, 
the feeling of construction paper, the soft shuff of safety 
 
scissors.  He likes poetry for its sharpness, the crisp print 
on clean paper, the way it unsheathes the song tamped down 
 
in the oak’s broken heart.  Ring on ring, I read it. 
I am writing it here, while my father falls in love 
 
with the trees.  Wherever he goes, they follow, 
pointing their crooked roots after him.  When he opens his mouth, 
 
they hush to hear his small, human voice.  He has held audience 
with the willow.  He knows all the pine’s heart secrets.  
 
When I was small as a milk jug, he’d cradle me in our forest, 
say, Look at them, Squirrel.  Look at your sisters dancing. 
 
He tells me listen, but I am no patient princess; 
I am a late-bloomer, paper doll twirling in the breeze.   
 
Unstill, impetuous, I will claw my name here, pick the sap  
from under my fingernails, hope that something sticks.  I will never  
 
hear the voices of the trees bowed above us, 
the slow pulp sound of their bending and reaching. 
 
But when my father walks, the sun wants his skin, when he smiles, 
the dogwood curls back its bark, when he calls to them, 
 
the charmed box elders swoon into gold.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Starbucks Sparrow 
 
Not exactly a regular, the sparrow  
streaked in the backdoor left open by the workmen  
bringing crates of milk, crisp white cups, and coffee beans. 
 
No one really noticed her 
at first, somehow.  She fretted 
about the window like a small, lost child 
 
gazing out through the glass— 
traffic lulling at the stoplight, motorcycles 
idling like fat honeybees, and the puny red maple. 
 
She didn’t ask for this smooth jazz hell  
and the manager did not ask  
for a house sparrow  
 
with all her dirty, speckled feathers  
so close to the scones, too close to the cake pops: 
What would corporate say? 
 
One customer said: Hold the bird like an egg.   
Hold your fingers wide so the shock  
of your hands will not crush.   
 
An old employee whistled a song 
the bird might remember, encouraged her 
with a long-handled feather duster.  Some patrons  
 
edged closer, armed with iPhones, tweeted 
pictures of her cooled-charcoal eyes 
and her quavering chest. 
 
Still others chased her about the store, 
hands outstretched, eyes lifted to the air vents, 
offering soft voices to her, 
 
cornering her in a cubby 
where she tottered over bottles of syrup  
and vanilla flavoring.  A stocky man  
 
cradled her in his calloused fingers,  
released her into the maple.   
Then the baristas returned to the counter,  
 
the customers flocked to their nooks, 
and the workmen left with their empty crates 
through the backdoor, locked behind them.   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Aftermath 
 
We have learned to live 
with the scars—the gaps 
where the rickety steps 
don’t quite reach the sand and 
the lonely pylons staring back 
at us, remnants of a pier 
less lucky  
than the Surf City, 
the Jolly Roger. 
We take our little precautions, 
nesting in stilted houses 
like sea birds, waiting for  
waves to jump the dunes 
and wash away beneath us. 
(I feel a sheet of water rush 
my ankles and sink  
a little deeper in the sand). 
We are always quick on the pick up. 
Downed lines are never down 
for long.  Most shingles and shattered 
windows are easily replaced, 
so I must hold on to wreckage 
eagerly, while it is fresh and soaking: 
 
our community pool now home to  
a shopping cart, 
a For Sale sign from ten streets down, 
and a little girl’s  
bicycle, chocolate sand  
smothering the pool tiles;  
crabs, meaner and darker  
than any I have ever seen, 
snipping at the pink streamers  
that billow lazily in an unseen current 
 
the beach access pulled intact from the dune 
like a loose tooth, 
now standing shocked and awkward, 
a staircase leading to nothing but sky 
 
the ocean looking calmer, 
hungover, fed up 
 
 
and the silent sea turtle eggs— 
huddled in their shallow nests, sleeping  
in the dunes for months now—the one thing 
I cannot bring myself to check on 	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Anxiety 
 
songbird, 
little feathered cup  
of quick and shards of cold air,  
puffed in midmorning chill, 
 
wings glossed and poised 
behind you, 
eyes that alight 
on mine for a second 
only, 
 
every moment 
not-quite-flying, 
prepared to startle 
skyward 
when the grief seed 
splits open 
 
a whole flock of you 
shattering at once, 
prickling the sky 
like splinters 
of dusty glass 
 
as if panic,  
songbird, were a rooted thing 
to leave behind in the 
cracked earth, 
descending. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Struggle 
 
Too self-righteous and indignant, 
they do not want him.  Behind tedious 
 
translations, they imagine him: prolific 
white locks with a small face behind, 
 
black dress shoes, suit just rumpled, 
small hands turned fists that knew  
 
no work harder than ink pens, no class 
other than the wealthy upper middle. 
 
They listen to his godless faith 
in the proletariat and his earnest belief  
 
in equality for all women— 
“even the ugly ones.” 
 
He tells them: the high tide is coming 
when the water will level the sand. 
 
He tells them: uproot the old tree, build  
a fresh home in its surprised and naked roots, 
 
but it is eight a.m.  This is the only class struggle 
they can be made to know  
 
when the German word for alienation  
rolls listlessly through weary ears made wary 
 
by Cold War parents, themselves long hardened  
to springtime in St. Petersburg, even the glow 
 
of the Mariinsky at night, too red for them. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Krakatau 
 
Krakatau, titan 
mouth 
thrown wide 
with hate,  
earth unfolding, 
sparks flecked 
off, you 
breathe out 
a colossus 
of ash, 
flick  
your many 
bright tongues. 
Fire’s own voice 
bellows 
from the abyss, 
from the negative  
space you are, 
Krakatau.  
 
Rills  
of lava scar 
your face, clot, 
pool, and seethe. 
Lightning crepitates 
in your caldera  
crown. Krakatau,  
you dim the sky  
with your ire, 
black-throated 
hell portal, 
dreaded god of fire. 
The penitent 
barges bow to you  
and are sacrificed 
to the sea. 
 
Self-mutilator, 
Krakatau, 
you hurl up 
your organs, 
electric orange 
and scorching, 
to the indifferent 
stars.  Insides curl 
outwards,  
crusty skin 
sloughed 
into the 
choppy water, 
boiling blood  
thrust skyward 
until only 
your unquenchable 
heart remains, 
two-thirds 
of your body 
choked 
under the waves. 
 
Krakatau, 
your name is 
is smoke 
in my throat, 
acrid, choking 
intolerable tangle 
of foreign syllables. 
Your eldritch howl 
was the last sound 
I would have heard 
 
if I had been there. 
But I hold you, 
bewitched, 
in a tidy flash of square.  
I rewind your  
temper tantrum 
with a slide  
of my right finger. 
You cough up smoke;  
I make it linger, 
palm-sized  
flicker on my screen. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Beneath the Surface 
 
I was the first to spot it. 
Then, naturally, 
my mother and I held our mouths 
in soft Os on our beachside balcony 
at its every shy appearance. 
It peeped, like a young dancer, 
through the sea’s heavy curtain. 
 
Our neighbor, out walking his poodle, 
told us there were two out there, 
mother and child. 
But I could only see one breaching at a time— 
a charcoal oval growing on the surface, 
then shrinking back under again. 
 
This was the ocean breathing, 
its dark gray lungs 
rising and sinking in the water,  
as nearly unnoticed as salt air in the mouth 
and as necessary. 
My lips cracked open, my own lungs 
full of the November air I shared 
with the mother whale, 
and perhaps, her calf. 
 
Only later, browsing the local news, 
were we informed that it was a right whale, 
endangered.  But I had known 
all along, hadn’t I?  Right  
for her timing.  Right, like me.  
Her startling appearance right, 
in that it made mother forget 
the test found in the trashcan, 
our hoarse voices too high 
for a whale and her child to hear. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Billy’s Pork and Beef 
 
sold groceries and hot lunch too, but  
I loved it most during the bright  
blessing of blueberry season, 
the whole store packed ceiling-high, 
with crates of high-bush and rabbiteye 
from the Cottles down the road by  
Boney’s Mill.  I remember those 
sweltered summers, tobacco wilting 
in the fields by the road on the drive up  
to Billy’s.  I remember being six-years old, 
when even an old, pungent butcher’s shop 
seemed to hide surprises not only inside  
the Cracker Jack boxes, but behind 
them on the shelves, secrets slid  
between limp newspapers at the counter  
and stewing in mason jars 
with the pickled pig feet.  Mama would speak 
with Billy, leaving me to toddle 
around the tomatoes in the produce section 
with my ruffled hair bow—big as Mama’s hand— 
pinned so tight no amount of handstands  
or lazy turns down the aisles 
could shift it.  I wasn’t listening to their  
Adult Conversations, too busy hunting  
for fairies in their forts 
of browning bananas and mile-high piles 
of peanuts, while every now and then, Mama’s chirp 
and Billy’s gruff drawl would dip 
under the whine of the electric slicer, 
and I’d stop mid-twirl to 
marvel at a hock of ham 
swaying and shrinking away 
on the magic contraption. 
 
It was only years later, that old butcher shop as forgettable 
as an old butcher shop, that Mama told me, off-handedly 
about Billy’s problem with the bottle,  
how he had fallen in love with a brown girl 
from Puerto Rico, how she left him, skipped 
back home to hide where the bananas 
were a little sweeter, how he up and left the shop, 
chased after her, begged her to come back 
to the mainland, to the South, to little old Wallace 
and its butcher shop with the sticky brown tiles, 
how she refused, how her boyfriend 
shot him in the head like a beef cow, 
but he lived, and he dragged  
his carcass home to rest a while 
in the walk-in refrigerator out back. 
Why do I feel like a piece has been cut out 
of me, warm and tender and pink, silverside?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dreaming Mouth 
 
My first thought when I saw its crumpled body 
resting in her hand was fangs 
that can pierce a child’s fingernail:  
screwdriver, eggshell,  
the albumen oozing from the puncture— 
 
but she assured me it was sleeping,   
less harmless than a dead leaf. 
 
She cleaned it with salt water  
to improve conductance, 
preparing it for the little shock, 
silent horror, seizing,  
vomit venom spit 
into the offending pipet a gift for you. 
 
She will milk nineteen more spiders today. 
She will lift them by their cephalothorax  
tenderly, remove them from the pottery collection  
on the back shelf, then tuck them back  
into their funneled nests again. 
 
I will take my vial of anti-venom, prepared 
for the spindly spirits that haunt my windowsill,  
roam my forgotten corners—this gift, 
to ward off the poison from spiders awake, 
milk salve from a dreaming mouth. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Freud’s Unconscious Quatern 
 
My life is true only then, when I am 
Balanced, of light and dark in kind, 
Tracing the storylines that cram 
The deep catacombs of my mind. 
 
The woods are burning; the wolves roam the heath. 
My life is true only then, when I am 
Bathing in milk, my hands full of teeth, 
The bottled parts of me unjammed. 
 
The polished bones of whales that swam 
and beached themselves, the tide exposes— 
my life is true only then. When I am 
an opened door, the wall decomposes. 
 
You know the dagger for its sheathe; 
But I’m more than your snow-white lamb. 
Asleep, I am true to the keen beneath. 
My life is true only then, when I am. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
INTERMISSION 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Writer’s Retreat; OR, I Read Too Much Faulkner Then Tried to Write a 
Poem So Sue Me 
 
*Spiritual* 
 
We were spirit speaking on the mountaintop, 
quiet-like under the honey-eyed moon. 
You were talking into the soft random 
of the holy night, the flicker of fireflies 
blearing your mumble. 
 
Writing time you said.  And I said 
But what? 
 
You said Start with something 
about the dying wistaria, throes 
of ecstasy, fragrance making 
a halo around my mousy hair. 
Then I made some joke 
about two angel-headed hipsters. 
 
You snickered and I felt 
the coquettish darkness of that sound 
and how it made your eyes reflect back 
the nightblack glitter 
of all my favorite stars. 
And I felt and felt 
and felt until the page 
was full. 
 
*** 
 
*Workshop* 
 
Morry said I don’t like 
the way that second stanza 
 
has only two lines 
Too much weight he said 
Too heavy 
 
I agree said Lena 
And also your line breaks 
are a little weak 
 
Judith asked Does anyone else 
think there are too many 
hyphenated words 
 
quiet-like and honey-eyed 
are even in the same line 
 
What is the image in the first 
stanza said Reid from across 
the circle of desks What does 
 
blearing your mumble look like 
What does that 
even mean 
 
But all the others argued 
that it sounded nice and isn’t 
that what mattered 
 
while I stared at my reference 
to Allen Ginsberg 
and asked Did anyone get that 
 
*** 
 
*Field Trip* 
 
You and I sat in the back 
of the old, white van that jaunted 
along the mountain highway 
toward Todd.  You asked 
How is “Spiritual” coming along? 
And I said Killing your darlings 
isn’t easy, while making a conscious effort 
to ignore our painfully 
Yankee tour guide sitting shotgun, 
spouting off Fun Facts about the “Ap-pah-lay-shun” Mountains, 
dragging the long a of the third syllable 
like a tin can across a schoolhouse chalkboard. 
 
And you, watching me nervy and glowering, 
asked if I too was enjoying the “Ap-pah-LAY-shun” 
Mountains.  And I looked at you hard and steady 
and said I’ve never been to “Ap-pah-lay-sha,” 
that exotic, that Himalayan-sounding frontier. 
But this, I gestured out at the landscape swinging 
past the window, these hillsides ablaze with goldenrod, 
this place where the cows don’t graze—they haunt 
their pasture, where the night hides moonshiners and the smell 
of honeysuckle gets tangled in your hair, this 
is the Appalachian Mountains, I said, 
my Southern drawl snapping the third syllable 
like a screen door slamming shut. 
 
*** 
 
*Tuning* 
 
I remember the coffee shop we frequented 
whose walls might have been purple 
(I never paid much attention) 
but whose piano, sitting awkwardly 
in the corner under a dustcover, 
was definitely lonely. 
 No one ever played it. 
 
Under the locked lid, 
the strings were starting to slacken 
like an old woman’s cheek, the soundboard 
warping and swelling with moisture, 
while we sat on a sofa— 
probably purple—peer-editing and talking, 
but mostly talking 
 
about color.  You’d show me 
your black-and-white sketches, 
and I’d tell you with unabashed hubris how  
the World 
wants to be painted with My Poetry 
just like that piano 
wants to be played 
(the fact that I’d conjured that sparkling  
metaphor from thin air, 
proof of my genius). 
 
I told you my absurd vision: 
The three of us 
singing the night purple, 
you and I matching our croon 
to its trills out of tune 
until everything blooms 
into lavender, orchid, 
mulberry, mardigras, 
purple (Appalachian) mountain majesty. 
 
*Talking about Thinking about Leaving* 
 
that time in the library 
was one of many times I cried that summer, 
but the only time I cried 
in front of you. 
 
It was one of my many just-couldn’t moments. 
The writing just couldn’t, the revising 
just couldn’t, the thinking about leaving 
this place in a week just couldn’t,  
the damming up my damn tears just couldn’t. 
And I’m tired of apologizing for that. 
 
And at that moment I became a poet, 
not just someone who (tries) to write poetry— 
when I knew that it wasn’t my crying, 
and it wasn’t your comfort, or any of our deliberate  
or flimsy gestures, or even our feelings, no, 
what mattered was 
the seconds frozen like postcards:  
my face downcast,  
the single tear 
that escaped  
down the bridge of my nose, 
the feeling of your finger on my nose, 
then the taste of my tear  
on your tongue  
(because you were the kind who’d want to know the tang of my sadness) 
as you looked me  
in the eye  
with something like wonder and pity  
and didn’t say anything  
at all. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ACT II 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Aerial Perspectives 
 
they say we look 
like ants but we are 
fireflies    sparks 
coming and going 
 
  swarms of planes 
  converge on New York 
  Hong Kong    like golden beads 
  slurped through a straw 
  a bright arrow 
  flies to Spain from Argentina 
  red-eyed Valentine 
 
Denver shivers up 
from the darkness 
of the Rockies 
all right angles    bluish 
a skint knee of light 
    
the dim eye of the emperor 
       Akihito’s palace stares up 
       shockingly dark  
enshrined by sea-green 
       street lamps    Tokyo 
not the scarlet glow 
       of lanterns you’d expect 
       
     the fishing boats 
     conspicuous and hungry 
     for squid    their greedy   
     search lights puncture 
     the apathetic Pacific 
     then rebound up 
     making constellations 
     out of commerce 
       
I live in a haze 
  of topaz    our 
  sodium-lit city 
  melding with others 
  up the Atlantic seaboard  
   
         
 
      somewhere someone 
             has kindled a fire 
             of brush and dry leaves    so 
             millions of years after 
             the flames have perished 
             a distant people will open  
             their eyes    or their own 
             approximation of 
             and take in his tender signal 
             so brief    so infinitesimal  
             vital          prized 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
After Afterlife 
 
what America did you have when Charon quit poling his ferry and you 
got out on a smoking bank and stood watching the boat 
disappear on the black waters of Lethe? 
 
-Allen Ginsberg (from “A Supermarket in California”) 
 
I. The Arrival 
 
Riding in the back of the hot taxi crowned 
with rust, I noticed the cemetery— 
first I had seen in Bermuda— 
all the stones white and every inch 
above ground. 
 
Taxi driver said the dead  
could not be buried, 
the ground too solid, uncaring. 
 
(I picked my feet up and held my breath 
to keep bad luck at bay.)  
  
No wonder they carried 
themselves with such care, those islanders—  
slow-moving from the grocer  
with their paper bags full of fresh fruit— 
when the neat crags creep so close by,  
when the dead grow up from the graveyard  
like new poppies.   
 
II. Storm 
 
The water runs from the height 
of the island down into the sea. 
The streets flow with the wet weight. 
Here the hatches of the sailboats are batted, 
and here the curtains close dry 
behind the thick storm windows. 
 
The island is a volcano 
of shining water. 
 
III. After Afterlife 
 
With the moon peeping in at the window, 
the rains sang me to sleep 
in my rented cabana.   
 
I slipped to sleep, and outside the dead 
slept too, dreaming on their covered altars 
of the storms that had taken them. 
 
Unconscious, the clouds rolled over me, 
and over each shining white stone, and out 
across the ocean, onto my home coast. 
 
I dreamed of the Wilmington dead: 
the angered rain pummeling the dirt 
ceiling above them, turning their  
sea-level prison to soup,  
until the eye opens over the undiscovered  
slave graveyard 
and the tempest pauses to see 
what it has done.   
 
Then the dead bob up, freed, to the light of the  
fresh moon, some in plain wooden boxes, others 
more scattered—a skull drifts ruefully 
by the Cotton Exchange, its femur already washed down 
Water Street. They join the battered boats out in harbor 
and sail smoothly down the Cape Fear River, 
their journey—from the Ivory Coast,  
to Bermuda sugar plantations, to Wilmington, 
to the afterlife—not quite done. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Therapeutic Rapport 
 
I am the Trinity, baby, he said. 
I have seen hell, I have burned 
through cocaine car crashes.   
I am the Trinity,  
baby, I was a carpenter’s son, 
before this gaunt, 
this slow, this shake,  
this wheelchair.   
Do you know about Jesus Christ? 
 
How old are you? he asks. 
I answer, twenty-one. 
He laughs, you’re a baby. 
Baby, I’m the Trinity,  
did you know? 
 
Look at these letters, all in Hebrew 
and Greek, the biblical languages, 
that’s how I know.  My birthday— 
March third, ’53— 
three threes!  Baby, that’s how I know 
I’m the Trinity. 
I make these fluorescent lights 
scintillate, my hands shake  
endless, my eyes are endless, I 
am endless. 
Do you believe me? 
 
I nod my head solemn 
say, Yes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Keenly 
 
1. 
Lightening strikes the ground like remembrance. 
Their faces flash before me in my darkened bedroom,  
and I latch onto the memory as the storm  
slowly shakes my lofted bed.  When I say 
my summer at a psych hospital, I can’t hide 
a crackle of pride.  I wonder how they’re faring now 
in their little locked cloisters—Broughton,  
cold and compassionate matron, 
binds her loving arms around so many.  
I miss it all: the way some of them would creep up to me  
like fawns easing into a clearing, 
with their honest cow eyes and their urgently confided stories 
of light and darkness, God and government—even  
the girl who hugged me tearfully, then the next day 
spat on me.  They gave her some Haldol, 
and she went to bed.  I wasn’t angry. 
 
2. 
Rare night in the nurses’ station, 
I read by moonlight spilling 
through the bay windows, 
the narratives that spell 
the lives of the only-half-living here, 
stories told through handwritten notes 
(a deep book of jargoned gossip). 
A nurse asked me if I was on-call, 
like I was one of the psychiatrists 
who treats arms with needles full of sleep. 
I just laughed at the mistake until Kate  
came knocking on the plexiglas window  
to offer her tears like a door-to-door salesman 
and the mothering nurse  
appeared from the back room  
to shepherd her back to bed. 
I stood up to gaze after them, helplessly 
reminding myself: Interns 
are not allowed  
to hug the patients 
or to touch them. 
They are eggshells. 
They are fear, bottled up, 
and we will break them. 
 
3. 
When my boyfriend finally came to visit,  
I wore my badge that said PSYCHOLOGIST 
in bright red print, but when he asked  
if we could talk to them, 
I said that wasn’t the best idea, maybe  
unethical, probably best  
not to.  So we just watched them from a distance 
throwing around a basketball  
and talking amongst themselves.   
But after a few minutes I pulled him away, ashamed 
for having brought him here to stare  
like they were zoo animals,  
lovely and wild and caged. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Princess and the San Diego Zoo 
 
Is there a ritual to invoke Anne Sexton, 
that groaning spirit of Grimm?   
If I crouch and feed my blood 
to the Earth?  If I recite the  
Transformations? 
 
Yesternight, I woke up feverish 
singing a story like a newborn Muse; 
and when I faltered, the night  
was still and soft 
 as a doe’s breath in a cornfield 
just before the shot. 
 
So, I’ll tell you the story, sweet as peaches, 
about a princess and the San Diego Zoo. 
 
This California princess, skin like orange blossoms, 
loved animals more than  
walking-online-talking-secret-trading-dating  
people.  The more teeth, the better. 
The more clawed, the better.  The better,  
for all of their viciousness. 
She envied the devoted and priestly zookeeper  
his way with the animals, how he could calm the agitated  
with murmured incantations,  
how he made their souls bloom to him 
all their clandestine colors. 
 
And I’ll have you know, my Honey Hams, that each summer’s day, 
our little princess just loved  
to sample the signs that lined the pebbled path  
and savor the names on her tongue like Valentine chocolates: 
Damselfly, Ocelot, Gouldian finch, 
Andean (Spectacled) Bear. 
And accompanied by the committed and saintly zookeeper,  
she would address each one by its title and say  
I love you for your wildness.  I love you 
and your unhumanity.  I love you because 
no one else can  
love you as well as me. 
 
But one day (because there must be a one day, my Peridot Pears, 
or else we’d have no story)  
the princess played the name game 
in the San Diego Zoo without  
the unflagging and seraphic zookeeper,  
and the animals spoke back. 
 
They were madly desirous for favors, as if the princess  
were a secretary, go-for-coffee girl.   
They fancied Crayolas to write loved ones back home.   
They hankered for cigarettes, freedom, a hug.   
Others wanted things more 
unbecoming, that made the princess blush. 
One cackling brood demanded e.e. cummings recitations, 
more Jerry Lee Lewis, and less Elton John. 
But finally, one animal turned tired of the general mewling,  
the fawning yes ma’am.  It cracked its tail against the algal pond,  
and everything, Peaches, was hushpuppies. 
 
This mercurial mooncalf,  
hunched and feathered, 
slouched toward the interloper; and the princess,  
back like a shower rod, breathed in little huffs  
that clung to the glass between them.   
And the creature spoke: 
I will not suffer naming by your kind.   
I have given you blood for study, sat in this cage. 
I have eaten what you have given me, slept only 
where you allowed.  Marked  
when I asked how far 
and you pointed  
to the trench, to the high wire, 
to the paneled, polished glass. 
I have thanked you for it.   
Is that not enough? 
 
And the princess, who then opened her kind, 
educated little mouth, could only say But 
I love you.  To which the slouching animal rumbled  
Love 
is not enough. 
 
The princess felt sick, her stomach 
packed full of tin cans, clam chowder 
still cold from the supermarket, 
 
and a cool medical light washed over the San Diego Zoo, 
penetrated by a constant and omnipotent voice. 
Beasts such as these love to snack on little princesses. 
You must never return here without me again. 
   
Yet sometimes you may still find her, my Lamb Chops, 
wandering about the zoo, wondering about the animals  
who pace in their pens and unsettle the underbrush, or 
yelp to one another in their own private tongue, or 
wallow in their caves, or mate, or howl, or 
pin her with their silent, needling eyes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Kismet 
 
It begins this way, simple: 
I love him for little things, his pleated slacks 
worn brazenly to every casual occasion, 
innocent sonatas he lures out  
of the piano’s heart 
with lissome fingers, or 
his delightfully obscure knowledge of  
noir films, garden snail varieties, 
the history of hot air ballooning. 
Maybe his pretentiousness draws me, 
inviting puzzle,  
those smirking masks he wears 
that I can joggle off 
endlessly, like Russian nesting dolls 
to reach the small lathed warmth  
he won’t dare let anyone else see.  Maybe it’s  
the way he wears his Hungarian last name  
like a crown, maybe the way he swears he doesn’t  
hum when he reads the wine list, 
the way he simmers paella for me 
with saffron because it is 
 
my favorite color.  I love him 
because no one else can 
love him as well as me. 
 
Effortless, really, 
to fall with someone, 
or anyone. 
It doesn’t take much, 
for my duckling heart, 
my waddling, clockwork love. 
 
But then it can’t be helped.  I am a stray 
with unruly curls, wandering eyes, 
a siren song howling in my blood,  
carnivore.  So I run to a man 
who throws me crust and simper, 
more dangerous and superlunary, 
steam from city drains at night, 
an arm around me on the crowded train, 
a warm bed to lie  
in when I am far from home. 
 
Dear History, 
You’ve moved us all to tears.  There’s no need 
to repeat yourself. 
Dear Destiny, 
I am done with this role.  The curtains 
are closing, a stranger is handing me roses. 
I am not a bitch, but I am. 
This is not an apology, 
but it is. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Unspoken 
 
Sitting beside you is a constant repetition of no. 
No, I’m taken.  No, I will not scoot closer to you 
at this table surrounded by our mutual friends, no,  
I will not assume your shoulder 
is a silent invitation for my head 
and no I will not even dare 
to correct that cowlick how  
could I even use the words “correct”  
and “you” together I’d ask your forgiveness 
if you could hear me,  
if you even had an inkling  
of these inclinations. 
 
When we are spoken for, our speech 
with others does not cease, 
my eyes are loosed sharks, I am not 
a shut door I am not a monastery and you 
continue to amaze me how  
can the way you sit with your legs crossed  
be so inviting? 
 
I will do what is permitted, only: 
covering your rough hand with mine, 
leaning away from my plate of roast beef 
and potatoes so my nose just brushes 
your ear, perhaps unsettling the wine 
in its patient glass as I shift my weight, whispering 
    pass the salt. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Shuffle 
 
1. 
It started where these things usually do: 
mother’s lap, 
that age when you’re chronically  
shaking with excitement.  But they wouldn’t let me play, 
my hands too little to fan out thirteen  
stiff playing cards. 
My mother shlupped up hand after hand 
from the glass-top table, 
and I’d ogle the pretty hearts, touch the slick faces 
of the queens and their Mona Lisa smiles. 
When it was our turn, she would point 
This one and I would pull the chosen card 
slowly and deliciously 
from the rest of the pack 
just as behind us in the kitchen, my grandmother  
slipped another fish from the ice box 
to throw in the frying pan; 
I could already taste the crunchy tail 
crackling against my teeth. 
 
2. 
I was at a loss at the lake house, 
too shy, two growth spurts behind. 
War and Go Fish  
were out of the question, 
outgrown in one summer  
along with Minnie Mouse bathing suits. 
I wouldn’t play Bullshit, 
refused Kemps along with Spoons, 
too much shouting, secret signaling— 
and the silly clatter of tableware! 
But in the dusky back  
bedroom, Blair taught me  
Spades, Canasta,  
Poker, Gin Rummy, 
with her dark eyes glinting mischief, 
her hair a chocolate veil 
over the stockpile, 
living queen of spades. 
She was the only one who had the patience 
to watch me flounder the cards, 
before reaching out to me  
slowly on the water bed,  
showing me again  
the middle fingers braced on bottom, the thumbs  
just so on the top edges, and the index fingers  
knuckled gently 
on the halved backs of the deck— 
like leading a lady to dance— 
all for the smooth, purring cascade, 
the cards peeling away like synchronized swimmers, 
dripping from her fingers and pooling  
one by one. 
She never could teach me how to shuffle, 
the one trick I could not take from her; 
but our sunburnt summers, 
aloed and wincing on the front porch swing, 
whispered stories melding with the murmured swish 
of loved old cards, are still printed 
on my fingertips even years after 
our friendship folded and she went out. 
 
3. 
Tiff was our most notorious patient 
for her deadly self-injury, 
but she could still play Euchre 
with the best of us, splinted finger and all. 
She looked like a saint, 
bone-thin and wide-eyed, 
even in baggy pajamas. 
Every day before she had OT at three, 
she, Savannah, and I, 
would sit stone-faced  
around a weighted table splattered  
meticulously with the reds and blacks 
from a pack of Bicycles. 
She would deal for me, her fingers  
less fumbly than mine, 
still unable to knit and mingle the cards. 
In the middle of the wide hallway, ever in the hawk gaze  
of the nurses’ station, Tiff would gab on  
about anything and everything except why she was here 
for the tenth time, the abuse at home, the restraints,  
the self-inflicted gouges in her finger,  
the blood flung down the hall 
like incense from a thurible. 
We pretended not to notice the omission. 
  
 
4. 
I have held  
in my hands so many  
hands,  
but no matter  
how I hold them, 
they just don’t fall away 
neatly.  They clump, they snap 
away too fast. 
I have always been bad  
at shuffling, 
letting them go.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Standing at my bedroom window after the last rain before winter 
 
The rain has steeped my garden. 
The dank rises from dirt, settles  
in the moss-draped branches.   
The oak’s loosed leaves 
slick the path through the azalea bushes. 
By the broken fence post I have neglected 
to fix, the lone Japanese maple 
stands frigid.  Its limp leaves reach down 
to the leaves on the ground, 
while the hydrangea stoops 
by the rusted mailbox, 
its watercolor blooms long rotted. 
Below, the rabbits hold vigil 
in their tunnels of cool earth, 
fur on fur, grasping the  
sloped backs of one another,  
gently.  How the mist must chill 
their ears, lined with little veins 
like grass roots.  How the cold 
must slip around their frangible bones. 
No one ever touches me anymore. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mayfaire Cinema 16 
 
We pack into the black box 
basement and tremble. 
Above us the air raid rips out  
another defiant shriek, 
and in the breathless space  
between strikes,  
a story in the voice of a little girl 
rises like smoke.  
 
I exhale, let the colored lights  
jellyfish across my face.  
 
Sometimes, I have to break 
off from the communal dream, 
remind myself that I am not 
in war-torn France, that the trench 
coated Gestapo are not about to slosh 
through the aisles, pin us with stars,  
and shuck our souls from their shells. 
I look over at you at the part 
where they burn the books  
in the street to see  
if you are crying, too. 
 
Then as the credits tumbleweed 
upward and the lights creep on, 
the collective shuffle 
starts—slowly at first, like a bear  
waking, one claw at a time.   
I let the rustles of half-emptied buckets  
and the soft swishes of pea coats  
against denim happen  
all around me as I sink 
into the remaining shadows 
of the theater.  
 
As everyone peters out 
and we are left in the unwelcome, 
you grab my hand  
knowing the sweepers  
will be here too soon. 
I am not ready  
to wake up. 
You can sense it too. 
